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We live in an “information economy” where profits come increasingly from the delivery of 
information rather than goods and services. Competition for people’s attention—that is, what they 
think about and how they think—is fierce. Digital media and online platforms are fueling an 
increasingly corporate-dominated competition for advertising revenues and user data. The social 
implications of this development are only beginning to be understood, but it is clear that we have 
much to worry about. Jenny Odell argues that this “attention economy profits from keeping us 
trapped in a fearful present” disconnecting information from social and historical context while 
blinding us to the “physical reality of our surroundings" (How to Do Nothing, 165-6).1  
 
Critical reflection on this evolving information ecosystem is essential for people who want to be 
wise users of our information tools without losing sight of their own values, goals, and needs. 
Changes in technology have allowed us virtually unlimited access to information, which has led 
to what is now being called an “infodemic,” or information overload. The overabundance of 
information exceeds our brain’s capacity to make sense of it all. Recent experience shows that this 
is threatening both to public health and to our democracy. 
 
Democratic governance relies on people’s ability to have access to accurate and trusted 
information about major policy issues, and having sources of news that are respected and trusted 
by all members of a political community is essential. Changing technologies and the 
commercialization of news have segregated audiences in damaging ways. Whereas in the past 
people relied on local newspapers and national television and radio newscasts, today more U.S. 
residents get their news online than from print newspapers.2 The 2000s have brought an expansion 
of “news deserts” in the U.S., as nearly two thousand newspapers have closed, leaving an estimated 
one in five Americans with limited or no local media coverage.3 The COVID-19 pandemic has 
exacerbated this crisis, and scores of journalists have been laid off across the country. This has 
enabled powerful economic players to have even more influence on the news people get.4  
 
What does it mean when local news sources go away? Declining news coverage of state and local 
government is linked to lower levels of civic engagement, more polarization, higher municipal 
borrowing costs, and increased pollution.5 For democracy to work, people need politically relevant 
                                                          
1 Odell goes on to observe, "Given that all of the issues that face us demand an understanding of complexity, 
interrelationship, and nuance, the ability to seek and understand context is nothing less than a collective survival 
skill" (p. 166). 
2 https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/12/10/social-media-outpaces-print-newspapers-in-the-u-s-as-a-news-
source/   
3 How closures of local newspapers increase local government borrowing costs Brookings Institute study, July 16, 
2018; See also: News Measures Research Project (NMRP), DeWitt Walace Center for Media & Democracy-Duke 
University.  
4 As Local News Dies, a Pay-for-Play Network Rises in Its Place New York Times Oct. 18, 2020. 
5 Alan Greenblatt, “When no News isn’t Good News: What the Decline of Local Newspapers Means for 
Government” Governing: The Future of States & Localities, April 24, 2019. 
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and trustworthy information.6 Yet a minority of Americans report that they trust the mass media.7 
And the information we’re getting through mass commercial media is increasingly removed from 
our local communities and thus less relevant to decisions that matter most directly for our day-to-
day lives.  
 
The increasing availability and diversity of online news, and the growing use of social media, have 
thus created a paradoxical effect of less-informed and more ideologically polarized media 
consumers, and a proliferation of false or misleading news.8 In hindsight, policy makers and media 
leaders are widely questioning practices that have allowed prominent social media figures (and 
presidents) to use their platforms to spread false claims and manipulate publics (R. Richardson, 
Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting). Despite access to a wider range of views, 
readers/viewers/listeners now tend to rely on a narrower range of sources that reflect their 
ideological preferences. People are thus less likely to be exposed to diverse ideas and perspectives, 
limiting their understandings of complex problems and further inhibiting trust and empathy with 
those who hold different points of view.  
 
Deepening the problem is the fact that media platforms can enhance profits by amplifying divisive, 
emotionally triggering content that furthers conflict and polarization and undermines trust in 
democratic institutions. This threatens democracy by making people less able to hear diverse 
points of view, inhibiting dialogue, critical reflection, and compromise.9 Social media have fueled 
the growth of what is known as “fake news” (essentially propaganda) that serves the needs of 
advertisers and politicians seeking to advance their political ambitions by fueling fear, mistrust, 
and social conflict. These media platforms and market-driven content are largely unregulated, and 
they have exacerbated racial and gender biases in mainstream media sources, furthering this social 
and political polarization.10 The emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the extreme 
dangers this system poses for human well-being, and global health leaders labeled this crisis an 
“infodemic” that demands concerted government action. 
 
To make matters worse, corporations have used their wealth to make this information ecosystem 
even more confusing and misleading, seeking to mislead readers/viewers in a number of ways. For 
instance, analysts writing in the Columbia Journalism Review found a network of 450 websites 
linked to five corporations that “mimic the appearance and output of traditional news 
organizations” in order to “manipulate public opinion by exploiting faith in local media.”11 Also, 
investigative journalists uncovered an effort by Monsanto to discredit journalists and activists and 
bully scientists and critics who were uncovering evidence that its weedkiller, Roundup, posed 
                                                          
6 That’s why groups like the Fund for Local Journalism are working to engage public pressure and advocacy to 
support local news media production and laws that protect it. 
7 https://news.gallup.com/poll/267047/americans-trust-mass-media-edges-down.aspx  
8 http://www.journalism.org/2014/10/21/political-polarization-media-habits/  
9 See “Digital democracy will face its greatest test in 2020,” by Siva Vaidhyanathan The Guardian 25 Nov. 2019; 
Netflix’s ‘The Social Dilemma’ Tells Only Half the Story Johnathan Cook, Consortium News 
https://consortiumnews.com/ Jan. 14, 2021. 
10 See, e.g., “Study Uncovers Sexism in Mainstream News Media” and a recent controversy over the Pittsburgh 





serious health risks, including cancer.12 Growing numbers of psychologists and social analysts are 
identifying worrisome trends of worsening physical and mental health in younger generations that 
they link to growing digital and social media use.13 
 
For-profit news media 
Things didn’t have to be this way. A few key policy decisions led to the growing 
commercialization and corporate concentration of the mass media. In 1987, President Ronald 
Reagan ordered the Federal Communications Commission to stop enforcing the Fairness Doctrine, 
which required radio and TV stations to broadcast “in the public interest” in exchange for their 
licenses. Under the Fairness Doctrine, news divisions were required to operate separately from 
entertainment divisions of networks. Their purpose was not profit-making but to provide the public 
with information they need to be informed citizens of our democracy. 
 
Then, in 1996, the Telecommunications Act limited restrictions on corporate ownership of local 
media outlets, and since then media sources in the U.S. have become increasingly competitive, 
for-profit entities. Since that legislation was passed, there has been a tremendous concentration of 
corporate ownership of the mass media, and now just 5 or 6 companies control as much as 90% of 
the media market.14 This has drawn considerable criticism from a number of sources, since such 
concentration reduces the diversity of news and increases the ability of commercial interests to 
shape media content. Since corporations are organizations designed to generate profits, media 
content is determined largely by calculations of commercial benefits, costs of production, and the 
related preferences of advertisers—not by how well it  informs audiences about issues of 
importance to the larger society. This has led to content that is often sensationalist and that focuses 
on personalities/celebrities, while ignoring important news citizens need to hold politicians and 
corporations accountable to public needs and values. In addition, the media emphasis is on 
economic indicators and frameworks, with considerable attention to stock market figures at the 
expense of analyses and news that help show the links between our economy and people’s health 
and well-being.15 
 
Another problem resulting from this concentration of media ownership is the absence of diverse 
viewpoints media content. Corporations tend to be led primarily by white men, and thus the views 
of racial minorities, women, and gender diverse people are often neglected in media content.16 In 
addition, the U.S. media tends to present a U.S.-centered view of the world, often failing to 
offer critical assessments of the policies of U.S. officials or to convey to the U.S. public the 
perceptions that people from other countries might have of U.S. policies and their impacts.17 
Project Censored’s annual reports of the top under-reported news stories routinely include major 
                                                          
12 https://www.projectcensored.org/2-monsanto-intelligence-center-targeted-journalists-and-activists/  
13 The 2020 documentary, United States of Distraction: Fighting the Fake News Invasion, draws from interviews 
with scholars and student analysts to provide an in-depth look at how policies governing media operations and social 
media platforms have impacted both people’s news habits and our democracy (https://youtu.be/Wa4uVohP-Tw ). 
14See Harvard Future of Media Project  
15 See, e.g., “Dear NPR: Stock market is not the economy,” John Buell, Commondreams, June 29, 2021. 
16 https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/nov/28/media-diversity-neo-nazis-reporting; Women’s voices 
marginalized in COVID media coverage The Guardian Sept. 24, 2020  
17 Robert Koehler (Jan. 4, 2018, Commondreams) discusses the “toxic nationalism” resulting from news reports on 
nuclear weapons and border regulations, and Jeff Cohen (June 21, 2021, Commondreams) finds a consistent 
“America first” theme in various “liberal” U.S. news sources—including NPR and MSNBC.   
4 
 
U.S. foreign policy issues that have substantial impacts on the lives and well-being of people 
around the world. In 2017-18 & in 2018-19, five of the top ten stories were related to U.S. foreign 
policy.18 More recently, analysts have sounded alarms about selective coverage of foreign 
protests, which undermine Americans’ ability to fully understand both the impacts of U.S. policies 
and the conditions people are facing in other parts of the world.19  
 
Over recent years, commercial media outlets have been cutting operating costs by reducing their 
professional reporting staffs, especially foreign correspondents, which is especially worrisome 
as global forces increasingly impact our everyday lives. This leads to less in-depth and expert 
reporting, and it encourages media outlets to broadcast or publish content provided by outside 
sources, including corporations with vested interests in conveying particular messages.20 
Reductions in staff have also meant less diversity in newsrooms. A 2018 study of the educational 
backgrounds of journalists from leading U.S. news sources, the New York Times and Wall Street 
Journal showed that the staffs of these newspapers “shares much more in the way of educational 
and cultural background with [the elites] they cover than with the general public” (FAIR 2018).  
 
Also reinforcing the interests of elites is that fact that media companies’ concern for attracting 
corporate advertising has led them to avoid reporting on controversial issues or issues that would 
harm the interests of advertisers. They thus present limited perspectives on important topics that 
favor the status quo and dismiss or neutralize dissent. For instance, a recent study by Public Citizen 
documents the under-reporting of climate change in the corporate media.21 Sociological research 
has documented how corporate media practices have obfuscated public understandings of the 
science of climate change.22 Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting (FAIR) points out how the 
corporate media has failed to identify massive inequality as a threat to economic prosperity, noting 
that “Record Inequality and Corporate Profits Are What Media Call a ‘Strong Economy.’”23 
Critically important too is how companies profiting from military expenditures are able to 
influence reporting on the complex issues surrounding global conflicts and U.S. military 
interventions.24 The following websites track the companies that own the major media outlets 
www.cjr.org/resources/index.php  and http://fair.org/interlocking-directorates.  
 
A more recent problem is evident in the polarization of U.S. (and other) societies, due to the 
manipulation of information by social media outlets and governments.25 The Trump administration 
has been particularly divisive in its attacks on the media, and there has been widespread criticism 
of the president’s statements by worldwide media outlets and by the UN High Commissioner for 
                                                          
18 https://www.projectcensored.org/top-25-censored-stories-of-all-time/ (Archive 2018-19; 2017-18) 
19 See, Whitewashing Neoliberal Repression in Chile and Ecuador (FAIR, Oct. 23, 2019); “The Revolution isn’t 
being Televised” (FAIR, Oct. 26, 2019)  
20 The Guardian reported on local news outlets using video segments provided by Amazon to report on that 
company’s labor practices during the Coronavirus pandemic. 
21 https://www.citizen.org/sites/default/files/public-citizen-carbon-omission-media-report-january-2018.pdf  
22 https://stephenschneider.stanford.edu/Publications/PDF_Papers/McCrightDunlap2003.pdf  
23 Source: FAIR, November 19, 2019. Many economists and policy makers are expressing growing concerns over 
the levels of inequality, which they see as a major threat to economic and political stability. 
24 See, e.g., Corporate Media Are Erasing US’s Long-Term Culpability for Afghanistan War,” William Rivers Pitt, 
Truthout Aug. 17, 2021;  “When Military Contractors Fund Their Own Pro-War Think Tanks,” Sarah Lazare In 
These Times, August 30, 2021. 
25 Facebook and Twitter are being used to manipulate public opinion – Oxford report; see also Committee to Protect 
Journalist report on government manipulation of social media.  
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Human Rights, who raised concerns that Trump’s anti-press statements risk inciting violence 
against journalists and other members of the press. Recent years have seen growing violence 
against members of the press, which presents a larger threat to principles of democracy and human 
rights (Committee to Protect Journalists). Media advocates, including national groups like Fairness 
and Accuracy in Reporting and Project Censored and Pittsburgh’s Public Source have been 
working to help build media literacy in communities.26 
 
Social Media 
Social media has been changing the information landscape dramatically, and new reports surface 
each day about the damaging effects this has had on our democracy and on people’s access to 
truthful information.27 Social media is linked to greater social polarization and the rise of hate 
crimes in multiple countries.28 More and more research is showing the harmful effects of our 
growing levels of screen time on both individual health and on our communities. The Guardian 
surveyed its readers in 2019 and found that they spent an average of 2.5 hours per day on their 
phones.29 That may sound small, but it adds up to over one month per year. Social media and 
digital technology use contributes to distraction, loss of concentration, forgetfulness, social 
isolation, and sleep deprivation, according to a number of studies. It can also contribute to physical 
ailments related to repetitive stress and sedentary lifestyles. More people are starting to take steps 
to adopt more healthy habits regarding media use.30 
 
What are the alternatives?  
The global community has long warned about the inequalities in the operation of the commercial 
mass media, and in the 1970s some leaders called for a New World Information and 
Communication Order (NWICO). These conversations generated important critiques about the 
global economy’s role in shaping information systems in countries around the world, and in 1980 
UNESCO issued the McBride Report, outlining key recommendations for, e.g., protecting the right 
to communication and creating structures to ensure coherence between communications policies 
and global development and equity goals. Although NWICO and related efforts to better support 
norms of equity, democracy, and human rights have so far failed at the global level, journalists and 
activists, especially in the global South, continue to actively promote them.31  
 
Alternative media activists and organizers Laura Flanders and Isaiah J. Poole offered their insights 
on “Shaping a media for people and planet.” In most democracies, governments provide some 
support for public media, since free and equitable access to information and culture is critical to 
the operation of democratic societies. However, there can be problems with government funding, 
especially in a context where money can influence politics and prevent equity in shaping 
                                                          
26 See, for instance, Public Source’s Detecting Fake News course. The course promises to help participants learn 
how to detect fake news with a free 3-Day email course.  
27 For a detailed list of resources on this topic, see the following website: Teaching and Learning in a Digital Age. 
28 “How the West fell for Manufactured Rage” Excerpt: This Land Is Our Land: An Immigrant’s Manifesto. Suketu 
Mehta, New York University. The Guardian, August 27, 2019; I warned in 2018 YouTube was fueling far-right 
extremism. Here's what the platform should be doing, Becca Lewis, The Guardian Dec. 11, 2020. 
29 https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2019/aug/26/guardian-readers-spend-25-hours-phone-screen-time  
30 See, e.g., How we can reclaim our screen time; Consciously Digital website; Teaching and Learning in a Digital 
Age 
31For instance, in 1991 African journalists adopted the Windhoek Declaration for the Development of a Free, 
Independent and Pluralistic Press. 
6 
 
government agendas and priorities. Here’s an interview by the Columbia Journalism Review about 
the pros and cons about government funding for journalism. Responding to the crisis in American 
news media, Current Affairs presented this argument about the urgent need for worker-owned 
media (Oct. 2019). As reporter Nathan Robinson observes: “The biggest threat to journalism today 
is not ‘technology.’ Journalists can innovate ways to use technology to produce excellent new 
work, and even to get people to pay for it. The big problem is ownership: The journalists don’t 
own the companies.” For-profit journalism is still an option, and in addition to local newspapers 
owned by entities committed to the values of democracy and free press, projects like 
mintpressnews.com rely on advertising and other traditional funding models in addition to reader 
contributions, with the catch that they reject funding that comes with any attempts to influence 
content.  
 
How can I determine which web sources to use? The internet provides an immense amount of 
information, and it is often difficult to determine whether a particular source is trustworthy. Here 
are some tips for identifying potential sources of bias in internet sites:  
 Read the “About” link which should appear in a prominent spot on the home page of the 
site. This information may also be posted as part of the organization’s “History,” so check 
for any links that might tell you more about the organization. If this information is missing 
or hidden, be wary, since this may be a sign that the owners of the site don’t want their 
identity known. Look to see if the site seems to have links to a government or business 
entity or industry, as these tend to both have strong financial or political interests in shaping 
public opinion and they also have highly disproportionate resources with which to do so.  
 Look at any groups to which the website provides links. Visit these sites and see how they 
are funded and what their organizational missions are. Is there a discernible bias or interest 
expressed in these organizations? 
 Be wary of any groups linked to an industry that may have a financial interest in promoting 
a particular viewpoint. For instance, groups questioning global warming are often funded 
by oil and gas companies and are therefore not interested in providing unbiased information 
about this topic. Similarly, “clean coal” sites are typically funded by the coal industry and 
are not as interested in environmental goals as in securing a continued market for this fossil 
fuel. 
 All sites have a perspective, or bias, so distinguishing what the bias is can help you assess 
whether and how to use the information from the site. Think about the purposes or aims of 
the information provided on the site. Does it seem that the information aids in the pursuit 
of private interests such as profit-making, or broader public interests, such as clean air and 
water, greater social equity, or government transparency and accountability? 
 All media is produced by people who are shaped by the institutions, structures, and 
histories of the larger society. Thus, even sources that aim for inclusion and diversity have 
blind spots and omissions that affect the views of the world their reporting presents. An 
informed, critical media user will seek out sources that intentionally center the voices of 
groups that have been marginalized by prevailing power structures that privilege white, 







Selected/ Recommended independent (Nonprofit, public, or reader/ 
viewer-supported) media sources 
 
Compilation of recommended independent media sites-by region & topic (LocalFutures.org) 
BBC News http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/ —British Broadcasting Service—publicly funded news 
program with an excellent reputation around the world for its high quality and 
trustworthy reporting.  
The Guardian https://www.theguardian.com/world —an independent British daily newspaper 
with an extensive reporting staff, including a U.S.-based team. 
Independent Media Institute https://independentmediainstitute.org —A nonprofit organization 
that educates the public through a diverse array of independent media projects and 
programs. We work with journalists and media outlets to shine a spotlight on stories that 
are vital to the public interest, including democracy, education, environment, peace and 
conflict, and global issues. 
Inter Press News Service- http://ipsnews.net/  A nonprofit organization established to provide 
reporting on global events that takes greater account of the perspectives of people outside 
the U.S. and Europe. This is a widely respected service widely read by United Nations 
diplomats and civil society groups working in the UN. This source provides more in-
depth analysis of current issues. This history of IPS News gives a critical analysis of 
mainstream world news. 
Al Jazeera: http://america.aljazeera.com/ -Former BBC journalists are among those behind this 
effort to challenge Western framings of international news. 
Pambazuka News Service- http://www.pambazuka.org/en/  Provides perspectives from people of 
Africa and the global South, with a concern for issues of freedom and justice.  
Common Dreams- http://www.commondreams.org/ A site that provides a daily news clipping 
service from news sources around the world, providing perspectives on U.S. foreign 
policy and domestic civil society/ democracy issues. Links to social movement 
organizations and campaigns are provided on this site.  
Democracy Now! www.democracynow.org  – is a non-profit, publicly funded news program 
hosted by Amy Goodman, a leading activist for an independent media and democracy in 
the U.S. Goodman covers a selection of the day’s top stories, with in-depth reporting on 
issues relevant to democracy and to U.S. foreign policy—particularly the war in Iraq and 
U.S. policy in Latin America.  
Global Policy Forum http://www.globalpolicy.org – a nonprofit organization based in New York 
providing in-depth analysis of the United Nations and issues surrounding its work. Global 
Policy Forum is a well-respected source of information on foreign policy and UN-related 
issues, and its president has been a leader of the NGO committee that consults with the 
UN Security Council. This is a highly privileged and specialized body with exceptional 
access to UN diplomats.  
Oneworld.net –A nonprofit organization that draws from a variety of sources to provide U.S. 
citizens with a perspective on the world not available in mainstream commercial media. 
They draw from reporting by NGOs, non-governmental organizations, among others, and 
take steps to ensure the quality and reliability of reporting on their site.  
Consortium News http://consortiumnews.com/ 
Other Words: http://otherwords.org/ 
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Propublica: https://www.propublica.org/  ProPublica is an independent, nonprofit newsroom that 
produces investigative journalism that digs deep into important issues, shining a light on 
abuses of power and betrayals of public trust. Its focus is largely on the United States. 
 
 
Media Centering Voices of Excluded Groups 
This is just a small sample of sources that can help critical media users become sensitized to 
those communities and perspectives that are excluded from prevailing media sources. 
COLORLINES https://www.colorlines.com/ is a daily news site where race matters, featuring 
award-winning in-depth reporting, news analysis, opinion and curation. COLORLINES is 
published by Race Forward, a national organization that advances racial justice through 
research, media and practice. 
Facing South https://www.facingsouth.org/  is the online magazine and weekly email update of 
the Institute for Southern Studies, featuring investigative reporting and in-depth analysis 
of trends across the South. Facing South has earned a national reputation for exposing 
abuses of power, holding powerful interests accountable, and elevating the voices of 
everyday people working for change in the South. (Founded in 2000) 
The Appeal https://theappeal.org/ The Appeal produces original journalism on how policy, 
politics, and the legal system impact America’s most vulnerable people. We hold officials 
accountable and expose the human impact of our most routine policy and practices 
through original reporting, explainers, newsletters, podcasts, and in partnership with 
NowThis, a daily, live talk show. The Appeal is an editorially independent project of The 
Justice Collaborative, which is a fiscally sponsored project of Tides Advocacy. 
5 independent Indigenous media sources to check out online: The CBC offers recommendations 
of Indigenous sources. 
The Discourse engages in community-led journalism by underserved communities in Western 
Canada and was Founded in 2014. Founders of The Discourse put forward the following 




Local Pittsburgh Media 
PublicSource: https://www.publicsource.org/  
Next Pittsburgh: https://www.nextpittsburgh.com/  
New Pittsburgh Courier: https://newpittsburghcourier.com/ Serving Pittsburgh’s Black 
community. 





Other Resources on the Media 
Here are a few recommended (nonprofit) media watchdog groups that provide critical analysis of 
U.S. commercial media as they work to reform our media system:  
• Action Coalition for Media Education (ACME) produces a helpful guide to media 
literacy: http://www.acmecoalition.org/files/ACME_questioningmedia.pdf  
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• Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting: www.fair.org   
Reviews mainstream media coverage of important issues and highlights biases in 
reporting.  
• Project Censored: www.projectcensored.org   
Summarizes each year’s top stories which were not reported or were under-reported in 
the mainstream media, but which appeared in non-commercial media.  
• Center for Media and Democracy www.prwatch.org   
Analyzes bias in contemporary news stories, provides detailed analyses of influences on 
media content.  
• Columbia Journalism Review www.cjr.org   
A project of Columbia University’s School of Journalism, this site provides critical 
analyses of contemporary debates and dilemmas in journalism and news media.  
• Media Education Foundation: http://www.mediaed.org   
o *How to be a Critical Media Viewer: 
http://www.mediaed.org/Handouts/CriticalViewing.pdf  
• Pew Research Center Project on Journalism and the Media http://www.journalism.org/  
This site provides updated information on media use, news coverage, and other important 
topics relevant to media and politics.   
• Team Human is a podcast striving to amplify human connection. Each week we are 
engaging in real-time, no-holds-barred discussions with people who are hacking the 
machine to make it more compatible with human life, and helping redefine what it means 
to stay human in a digital age. 
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